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The Colloquium organised in February 2012 by
the Archaeology Program at La Trobe University
in collaboration with Aboriginal Affairs Victoria
was a landmark event that brought together
more than 100 people with an interest in the
archaeology of Victoria. Representation from
Aboriginal communities, government agencies,
consulting archaeologists, students and academics
ensured that a broad range of voices were heard,
although notably absent were Aboriginal and nonAboriginal archaeologies after European contact.
Out of the deliberations a number of issues emerged
around the themes of community involvement,
methodologies, and outcomes.
It was clear that more space needs to be made
for community voices and Aboriginal values in the
CHMP process, so that archaeologists, managers,
clients and communities themselves can develop
better understandings of what is significant about
local places and how the archaeological record
contributes to that. It was also clear that there is a
growing understanding that significance evolves
and changes over time as we learn more about the
archaeological record and as communities change
and grow. While a commonplace in academic
research, this provides a particular challenge in
management as the significance and value of sites
needs to be regularly re-assessed.
Fieldwork methodologies were of considerable
concern to many of those at the colloquium.
The general feeling was there needs to be more
discussion and more consensus about definitions
of sites and how definitions are applied. There
was also a recognition that it is important to
move beyond single sites and to look at broader
archaeological landscapes. There were concerns
about the relationship between shovel test pits, 1
x 1 metre excavations, and larger excavations, and
about the comparability of data produced by each
strategy. Concerns about data are wide-ranging.
It should go without saying that data needs to be
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of good quality, with consistent methodologies for
collection and analysis, and with methodologies
that are transparent and well-documented. Equally
importantly, data needs to be reported fully and
then made accessible so that it can be drawn on by
others, whether for research, for management, for
public interpretation, or for assessing significance.
Widespread interest was expressed in the
outcomes of archaeological work, and questions
raised about what to do with the information
being generated. Clients, Aboriginal communities,
and the public are increasingly requesting more
information about the results of archaeological
inquiry. Archaeologists need to become more
attentive to how those results are presented so that
they can be used for better public interpretation
of sites and for better community understanding.
Beyond reporting the results of work on a single
site or project, better understanding often requires
research, and participants generally agreed that
more research is required. Comparative research
needs to become more common so that broader
patterns of land use and landscape change can be
identified, and so that the significance of sites can
be more confidently assessed. Synthesis of results
is also needed in order to draw out meaningful
conclusions from the wealth of data amassed.
Each stakeholder group has its own role to play.
The university has the responsibility to train future
graduates and to provide research direction. The
skills graduates require to enter into the workforce
are evolving. Responses to a brief questionnaire
circulated at the Colloquium indicated general
satisfaction with undergraduate training in
archaeological skills but there is an increasing need
for additional training in skills associated with
cultural heritage management including report
writing, consultation, and significance assessment.
Although difficult to fit into the structures of a
normal Bachelors degree, skills such as these may
be best delivered through a coursework Masters
program, such as that being developed at La
Trobe. Other specific advanced training in lithic
analysis, geomorphology and spatial analysis
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were also identified as desirable for post-graduate
professional development short courses.
Both general education in archaeology and
more specific training and research are about
passion and curiosity: a passion about the past and
curiosity that generates questions and the need to
answer them. New students enroll in archaeology
because they are interested in the past, but often
the past somewhere else – often the ancient
Mediterranean and Near East or Mesoamerica. The
university has to nurture and expand that interest
to include the local past so that by the time they
graduate students are able to see how and why
the work that most of them will go on to do is
important. Whether as academics, in government
or in the private sector, archaeology graduates
should be able to see the significance of Victorian
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archaeology, and that what they do in collecting,
analysing, interpreting, and managing archaeology
here is making a contribution to understanding the
past and building a legacy for the future.
There are great stories to be told in Victoria,
stories about local places and about big picture
themes concerning how people have lived here
for thousands of years, and about how recent
arrivals have adapted. Victorian archaeology has
much to tell us about who we are and how we
came to be this way. So far we haven’t been very
good about telling these stories to ourselves, to the
communities for whom they matter so much, to the
clients and taxpayers who pay us, or to the wider
community. This volume is the first step in building
new understandings of what we are learning about
Victoria’s past and about why it matters.
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Abstract
During the period from 2009 – 2012 a pilot study on
Cultural Flows for The Living Murray program was
conceived, developed and undertaken. The study
focused on the New South Wales component of the
Chowilla Floodplain Icon Site: Kulcurna Station
Reserve. Cultural Flows being the provision of
water allocations to rehabilitate sustain and improve
relevant areas of cultural and social significance to
the local Aboriginal peoples. The approach for the
study was in the form of a sampling strategy of
specified environmental contexts within Kulcurna,
with aspects relevant to cultural watering being
recorded including Aboriginal ecological cultural
knowledge; social and cultural significance of
ecological zones; hydrology and archaeological
content. This information was then synthesised
into a framework for implementation as cultural
watering.

Introduction
Located on the borders of Victoria (VIC), South
Australia (SA) and New South Wales (NSW), the
Chowilla Floodplain has long been recognised as
“One of the most significant floodplain ecosystems in
semi-arid Australia” Murray Darling Basin Authority
(MDBA) (2006: 5). Combining high terrestrial and
aquatic ecological values; and significant cultural
heritage values the floodplains is an important
environmental and heritage asset. In recognition of
these attributes the Chowilla Floodplain forms one
of the six Icon Sites of The Living Murray program
(TLM) (MDBA 2005; MDBA 2006: 4-5). The study
undertaken by Gilding et al (2012), generating
this paper, was designed and implemented as a
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research and conservation study in support of TLM
objectives.
Since TLM’s inception in 2002, the MDBA has
undertaken and commissioned a large number of
studies and research initiatives to better understand
and manage the environmental values of the Icon
Sites (i.e. Kingsford and Porter 2010; Walters et al.
2011; and Cunningham et al. 2012). Although there
have been a number of archaeological assessments
associated within TLM Icon Sites – i.e. Hattah Lakes
(Edmonds et al 2010) and Lindsay Island (Bell 2011)
- these have ostensibly been impact assessments of
regulator structures and associated infrastructure,
with actual research studies into cultural heritage
and other cultural values having been somewhat
tangential.
One of the TLM initiatives to remedy this and
be more inclusive of Aboriginal communities is
that the Governments of the Murray Darling Basin
have made a commitment through TLM to include
Indigenous objectives in the Environmental
Management Plans for each Icon site. In
acknowledgement of this TLM modus operendi,
the NSW Office of Water (NoW – as the agent
for MDBA) instigated the development of a pilot
study into Cultural Flows - inclusive of Aboriginal
environmental and heritage management - in the
NSW part of the Chowilla Floodplain – Kulcurna
Station Reserve (Kulcurna)(Figure 1).
As an important wetland, hydrology is a crucial
element of the Chowilla Floodplain – in fact
central – and so reflecting this NoW and MDBA –
in partnership with the Barkindji Maraura Elders
Council (BMEC) and GHD developed a research
project to establish Aboriginal cultural ecological
values, cultural heritage values and water allocation
preferences. The information from these three
elements was synthesised into cultural flows.
The concept of Cultural Flows, is still a relatively
new and emerging concept within the sphere of
environmental management. Ostensibly the precept
of Cultural Flows is the allocation of water in
preserving, protecting and rehabilitating ecological
values of cultural significance to Aboriginal
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Figure 1. Location Map of Kulcurna study area
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communities. Facilitation and presentation of this
study was to be within the framework of a Cultural
Heritage Management Plan (CHMP), achieving
the cultural flows objectives, in addition to more
traditional requirements relating to cultural
heritage (both Aboriginal and Historic) as part
of an archaeological conservation management
plan. However, this article concentrates on the
Cultural Flows aspects of the study rather than the
archaeological material record.

Method
One of the purposes of the study was to ascertain
cultural values – both archaeological and ecological
– within the conservation reserve and translate this
into a cultural flows framework. Given the size of
Kulcurna (approximately 5200 ha), a total survey
and assessment of the reserve, was not feasible;
therefore a sampling strategy was employed to
facilitate the capture of data that could then be
used to make assumptions on likely values within
the same environmental context within the reserve.
To enable this hypothesis on values within
the reserve, a representative sample of possible
environmental contexts comprising the landscape
was required. Sample location and selection
considered those variables most prevalent to the
effects of ecology and archaeology including:
• Landform and land unit;
• Geology and geomorphology;
• Hydrology;
• Ecological composition (specifically botanical
but also faunal)
Due to these requirements a method of random
sampling was considered not appropriate and a
systematic sampling rule was used to best meet the
aims of the study: sample units were designated as
an approximate 2 ha square within each identified
environment. Initially a map reconnaissance was
undertaken to establish potential sample site
locations. This was then further refined via on
ground reconnaissance. The selection included a
cross section of riverine, lacustrine, riparian and
rangeland environments; these were then further
broken down by landforms and ecological features.
At the time of the reconnaissance and field activities
for the assessment, the flooding rains of the 201011 summers in areas of NSW and Victoria had
occurred. Due to this many areas of the Chowilla
Floodplain previously accessible were inundated,
restricting access and making several locations

planned on being assessed no longer viable. Due
to this 11 sample locations were selected in those
locales that were accessible with, a modification
that included environments as similar as possible
to those within inundated locations. This approach
was supplemented by two previous studies that
incorporated three areas not accessible (Gilding
2007a and b). This provided a total of 14 sample
sites.
Due to the nature of the studies objectives, a
broader array of data (specifically environmental)
was required than normally the case for traditional
archaeological studies and CHMPs. Therefor the
data capture method encompassed the typical
array to fulfil assessments of Aboriginal and
Historic cultural heritage, plus ascertain Aboriginal
ecological values to inform development of a
management framework for cultural flows.
In order to facilitate engagement of the elders
in providing their traditional knowledge and
opinions a standardised questionnaire was
developed. The purpose of this was to obtain
information considered important to informing the
management of cultural watering in a consistent
and uniform manner, easily translatable into a
usable framework. Information on each sample
location included:
• Establishing the significance of the ‘country’ –
local environment – including physical, spiritual
and economic;
• Quantifying the importance of the specific
landform and occupying vegetation;
• Information in relation to plants and animals
that may once have been present but are now
either reduced in abundance or absent from the
sample environment type;
• Opinions on the condition of the environment
and plants within each sample location;
• Prioritisation of water allocations, specifically if
allocations were restricted what preferences for
watering by ecological zones;
• Establishment of BMEC preferences for
monitoring effectiveness of watering;
• Information relating to traditional plant uses and
ecological cultural knowledge and significance
of the area for traditional lifeways;
• General comments or observations.
Those aspects of the study areas significance
quantifiable within a rating system (cultural/
social importance as relating to plants, animals,
landforms, hydrology and the environment in
general) were recorded within a system – High,
Medium and Low.
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Results

Analysis and Discussion

During the ecological assessment 66 plants were
identified and recorded. This included recording
plants traditional uses and names; plus their
relevant botanical information. Of the plants
recorded, many had multiple economic or spiritual
values to the BMEC including various combinations
of subsistence, medicinal, utility, ceremonial and
recreational.
Cultural heritage outcomes from the assessments
of the sample locations were the recording of
some 50 archaeological sites (both Aboriginal
and Historic). The archaeological assemblage
comprising Kulcurna includes aboriginal site type:
hearths and earth ovens of baked clay heat retainers;
isolated implements and artefact scatters (both
lithic and European materials – glass and ceramic),
quarries (sandstone and chert), scar trees (both
stone and steel axe, Figure 2) and freshwater shell
middens. The historic component of the assemblage
included historic grave; historic buildings (Tareena
PO, Kulcurna lock-up) historic markers (scar trees);
refuse middens; and other infrastructure (overland
telegraph, footbridge bridge, fences and bush
woodyard, Figure 3).
Ratings for cultural flows water allocation
varied dependant on its environmental context
and cultural ecological composition. Those sample
locations within rangeland environments had
lower ratings primarily due to cultural flows, being
neither pertinent nor beneficial. Areas closer to
wetland environments had higher ratings. These
included mostly riparian ecological systems,
displaying higher social/cultural ecological values,
reflective of greater number and diversity of
floral and faunal resources. These were also the
locations (not exclusively) of some of the greater
concentrations of archaeology.

Developed to incorporate as good a cross section
as possible of representative environments within
Kulcurna, the sampling strategy employed together
with the mode of gathering information was quite
representative of what cultural ecological and
heritage values are within the area. The presence
of sites representative of human environmental
interaction for all periods of human occupation
from the Pleistocene, Holocene innovations, and
artefacts manufactured from imported European
materials, demonstrates a long sequence of
prehistoric occupation by the Barkindji and
Maraura, through contact and into the Historical
period.
The results from the fieldwork, provided some
excellent insight into the ecological and cultural
significance of environments within Kulcurna.
The information provided by the BMEC Elders,
showed a strong prevalence of landscapes/land
units in close vicinity to the Murray River and
wetlands of the Chowilla Floodplain as being
of higher value (social/cultural) relative to ‘Red
Country’ rangeland environment (Figure 4). These
high value floodplain sites are largely within
current environmental watering influences; with
most comprising landforms of floodrunners,
anabranch creeks, flood plains, flood levees,
river frontage and lakes. Of these lacustrine and
riverine environs, all landforms were rated largely
equal – due ostensibly to their array of ecological
values (rich and varied exploitable resources). The
archaeology reflects and supports this, with most of
the sample sites identified as being of higher social/
cultural significance and priority for cultural flows
also containing higher frequencies of Aboriginal
cultural heritage re-enforcing occupation and
landscape use as indicated by BMEC Elders.
Of importance was whilst in the field Elders were
asked how they would prefer outcomes and results
of Cultural Flows to be presented to them. Those
Elders present indicated that they would much
prefer to observe the activity and results on-site so
they could physically see and inspect; as opposed
to having a presentation or being presented with
a technical report – though they acknowledged
they did appreciate being consulted in this manner;
however, to gauge the project visiting on-site was
preferential. In conjunction with this consideration
should be given to assessment of interaction
between Cultural flows on cultural heritage. Both
could be accomplished via a monitoring strategy.
In order to assist in the implementation of Cultural
flows and facilitate informed management
decisions two tools have been created: an indicative

Figure 2. Aboriginal canoe tree with stone axe marks
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Figure 3. Historic crutching shed and sheep yards

Figure 4. Inundated flood-runner
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map model and basic flow chart. From the results
of this component of the CHMP project a broad,
indicative map was generated on locations of
HIGH, MEDIUM and LOW water allocation
priority. In addition a basic flow/relationship chart
was produced to assist in facilitating understanding
between Cultural Flows and the variable elements
comprising this form of land management in
relation to TLM watering objectives.
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